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Engaging with Voters in Suburban Districts: 
February Online Discussion Board Findings
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Methodology & Screening Criteria

Global Strategy Group conducted an online discussion board among 25 likely 2018 

voters across suburban Congressional Districts between February 14-16, 2018. 

Participants were screened to meet the following criteria:

•Voter file matched likely 2018 voters

•Voted Republican for Congress in 2014 and/or 2016

•Open to voting for a Democrat for Congress in 2018

•Not strong Democrat or strong Republican

•Not very conservative or very liberal

•Do not approve of Trump’s job performance
•90/10 college-educated

•80/20 white
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Many voters in the suburban districts we targeted are pessimistic about the 
direction of the country, which could hurt GOP incumbents
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To me it currently feels like early

1987, early 1994, early 2000, and
early 2007. By that I mean there
is WAY too much confidence in

the economy and the future and
prices are rising sharply. We're

headed for another big decline
soon.

ïMale, White, West

I selected the one of the Battle of

Gettysburg because it represent-
ted a time in our country's history
where we were deeply divided.

In many ways, I feel our country
is again on the precipice of

division of this magnitude…

ïMale, White, Midwest

I chose this picture because I

believe as the country becomes
more and more greedy and more
corrupt people will continue to

suffer and the country itself will
be weaken. I wish we would

become more united and less
divided…

ïMale, Black, Northeast

I chose a photo of the Titanic

sinking because I feel like the US
is slowly sinking to a level which
will harm many... I believe that

our politicians must work together
to fix our many issues and

problems so that we don't sink to
a level which ruins us…

ïFemale, White, Midwest
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Some of this pessimism and sense of division translates to a reluctance to 
engage with and talk about politics with friends, family, and co-workers
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ñThis last election was the most I have ever talked politics 

with friends and family. I wanted to hear other people that I 

trust, admire and live in a variety of circumstances had to 

say and what their options were. I did not care for the 

social media rants that some friends posted on social 

media and often wanted to disconnect from that. If you want 

to have an open-minded conversation and each share and 

opinion, belief or experience, I am ready to listen…”

–Female, White, West

“Whenever I bring up politics with family or friends, they 

change the subject really quick as they do not want to 

talk about it… I would be fine continuing the conversation 

and I am always objective but everyone around me 

seems to think discussing politics is taboo. Same thing 

with social media –those I know [want] to keep their 

Facebook and Twitter accounts free of politics…”

–Female, White, Midwest

“I rarely talk about politics with friends or family. I would 

like to talk about politics with them, but the "I'm right; 

you're wrong" atmosphere that pervades our society 

makes any discussion difficult.”

–Male, White, Northwest

“I maintain as neutral a position on social media as 

possible. I donôt engage extremists on either side, 

unless it’s something that is morally harmful.”

–Female, White, Southwest

Many of these voters are especially exhausted by the 

tenor of political conversations on social media. 
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Democrats have a ballot edge even in this Republican-leaning group; many 
participants cite Trump as a reason to vote for Democrats, economy for GOP
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Prefer a Democrat

This person would not be afraid to speak out against the president 

and his policies –Male, White, Northeast

I am a Republican, but I have decided that when a person has been 

in office for a long time they lose their focus and put their own interest 
first. I am going to vote for someone new instead of [my GOP 

representative]. We need change. –Female, White, West

To be honest I am torn. I like my current Congressman, who is a 

Republican. But I am very uncomfortable as to how loyal and 
supportive he has been of Trump.  I am inclined to vote Democrat, 

even though I am very unsure whether the Democratic candidate 
would be good. –Female, Asian, Southwest

Prefer a Republican

I feel like the Republican Party benefits a bigger majority of the 

country. Also, the universal healthcare system of the Democratic 
Party seemed to cost everyone more for less comprehensive care.  

–Female, White, West

I want to do everything possible to get our financial situation, as a 

country, back on track.  And the Republican Party has a better 
chance of doing that, but neither party will do anything meaningful in 

the end. –Male, White, Northeast

I'm probably 53/47 in favor of a Republican candidate. A fiscally 

conservative Democrat could sway me easily though.
–Male, White, Midwest

52 48Prefer a Democratic candidate Prefer a Republican candidate
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Negative feelings about Paul Ryan are prevalent and generally rooted in his 
positioning on Trump, while candidates who support Ryan are seen as tied to 
the Washington establishment and perhaps weak on Trump

7

What do you think of Paul Ryan?

I like Paul Ryan. He is doing the best job he could putting out 

Trump’s fires. I see him as a Boy Scout trying to keep the peace. 

ïFemale, Hispanic, Southeast

He has committed to working with the President even though he 

has been openly critical of him at times too. I guess that makes 

me think he is doing somewhat OK. ïMale, White, Midwest

I really liked Paul Ryan before Trump came around. He criticized 

him and had a 360-degree turn. I understand he needs to show 

some support but not as much as he is showing. I wish he would 

stand up to Trump. ïFemale, White, Midwest

I do not like him. No matter what Trump has said or done in the 

past Ryan has never taken a strong stand against him. I find him 

to be a puppet that smiles at you but would put a knife in your 

back. ïMale, White, Northeast

What does it say about a candidate if they support the 

agenda of Ryan/Republican leaders in Congress?

It just says that they are a good Republican who enjoys the 

political and financial support of the Party. 

ïMale, White, Northwest

If a candidate is running as a Republican, they should support 

these agendas.
ïFemale, White, Midwest

It says they want more of the same. 

ïFemale, White, Southwest

As long as they stand by Trump 100%, I have serious doubts. 

ïFemale, White, West
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Trump and the Economy
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Describe Trump in One Word

Trump and the desire for “checks and balances” appear to be a gateway for 
these GOP-leaning participants to consider voting Democrat.  Their criticism 
of Trump is often character-based and relates to social media use. 
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What concerns you most about Trump?

He’s extremely unstable and volatile. He is not a clear headed 

thinker and runs off emotion –Female, White, West

The way he deals with the media is concerning.  Many of his 

comments are correct, but he needs to "keep them to himself" for 
lack of better words. ïMale, White, Northeast

I worry about his verbal and social media responses to serious 
issues. On one hand, I think we are seeing an honest side to a 

president and not the response of their PR department. However, 
I do worry about the rest of the world responding to these quick-

tongue responses that are offensive or feel attacking to other 
countries. ïFemale, White, West

Why would you rather see a Democrat elected in your CD?

…We especially need checks and balances now. Donald Trump 

does not look out for anyone but himself. 
ïFemale, White, West
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Find one of Trumpôs tweets from the past few months that you donôt 

like or that you think other people might not likeé 

Many suburban voters are particularly critical of Trump’s Twitter use 
when it seems to pose national security risks or deepen divisions

10

ñI dread every post he makes.ò 

“His tweets cost money and relationships. The damage 

he’s done with his Twitter account is staggering.” 

ñI worry about the retaliation.ò 

“Everyone in the country has typed something [and 

regretted it]. It’s a million times scarier for a President to do 

that.” 

ñésimply embarrassing. It would be devastating if his 

comments led to a war.ò

“Ignorant and delusional.” 

ñI despise the Presidentôs use of Twitter.ò

“He needs to stop. He constantly seems to be bullying 

people.” 

ñThis can and will have dire consequences.ò 

“Degrading to the office.” 

ñReckless, crazy and acts like a basement-dwelling 

troll.ò

“Reckless and dangerous. He is playing with millions of 

people’s lives!”

ñDeliberately creates more division.ò 
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These voters feel good about the economy, especially hiring and the stock 
market. Weak points are less defined, though some cite cost-of-living issues
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ñThe U.S. economy is 

on fire right now. Here in 

[my community] there 

are help-wanted signs 

everywhere.ò

— Male, White, West

ñI think the economy is 

doing extremely well. 

We have an incredibly 

low unemployment rate, 

which means everyone 
is making money.ò

— Male, White, Northwest

ñPeople are getting good 

hourly raises, but the 

weak point is things 

have gotten a lot more 

expensive to survive.ò

— Female, White, City

“I donôt believe itôs 

doing that good… 

Disney gave each 

employee $1000 due to 

tax cuts. A few weeks 
later they raised ticket 

prices.” 

— Female, White, West

Strong Points

Job market / Unemployment

Stock market

Real estate / House prices

Businesses / Investment

Weak Points

Wages

Can’t last forever

Prices / Cost of living
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This is a high-information group, and participants are nuanced about giving 
credit for the economy: Trump and GOP get mentioned, but it’s not absolute

12

ñI feel like we won’t know the 

effects of Trump administration 
policies until 3-4 years from now. 
I think we are just seeing the 

effects of the Obama 
administration right now.ò

ð Female, Asian, Southwest

ñI think he deserves credit for his 

attitude towards businesses and 
the tax cut but the economy has 
been doing well since President 

Obama was in office.ò

ðMale, White, Northeast

ñI give credit to both 

administrations… However, even 
though Trump was able to inherit 
a strong U.S. economy his 

tenacity to remove any and all 
regulation has made companies 

more aggressive to take 
advantage…”

ðMale, Black, Northeast

ñThe economy seemed to pick up 

last January after Trump took 
office... I think it was simply that 
a Republican took office. I do 

think that the tax reform has 
helped...”

ð Female, White, Midwest

More credit 

to Obama

More credit 

to Trump
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Issues
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Support for the Tax Plan

Suburban voters are more inclined to support the tax plan than oppose it –
though even supporters of the plan wish it did more for the middle class

14

26 35 13 26

Strongly support Somewhat support Somewhat oppose Strongly oppose

I don’t know the full details of the plan but I think it’s designed mostly 

to help businesses and not so much middle America. That’s a good 
thing. It’s why businesses are hiring like crazy around here because 
the tax and economic environment is letting them grow and expand. 

–Male, White, West

Selfishly, I support the tax plan because I personally will benefit. 

–Male, White, Southwest

Perceived Benefits

More money into people’s paychecks

Increases some deductions for married couples
Helps businesses

Can lead to job growth

:I fear it will put too much burden on the middle class. Will widen the 

gap between the rich and the poor. Will not encourage the job 
growth or investment that was hoped for. 

–Female, White, West

I oppose because with the tax plan we will obviously lose/make up 

that 1.5 trillion [in debt] somehow. ïMale, Black, Northeast

Perceived Downsides

Biggest cuts go to the wealthy

Not enough for working and retired people
Increases the debt/deficit
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We asked participants to read and respond to Democratic and Republican 
positions on the tax plan:
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Democratic Position on Taxes

The changes passed into law will, at the end of 10 years, provide 

83% of the benefits to the top 1% of Americans, essentially 

eliminate the state and local tax deduction in many places, drive 

up the deficit by $1.5 trillion and raise taxes for millions of middle 

class families. At a time when corporate profits are already at all-

time highs, the biggest corporations get a huge tax cut, and there 

are even more incentives for companies to ship jobs overseas. 

Many corporate CEOs have said they will use their tax cuts for 

stock buybacks and higher payouts to investors ïnot to raise the 

wages of their employees. Many Americans will have any tax 

savings wiped out by increases in health care premiums. 

According to nonpartisan experts, the law will lead to an additional 

13 million people with no health care coverage in the next decade 

and increased premiums by an average of 10 percent every year. 

The AARP says that Americans 50 to 64 years old in the individual 

market will have a premium increase of up to $1,500 in 2019 

alone. This tax plan is another example of Republicans bending 

over backwards to give their billionaire donors what they want, 

while hard working families get left behind.

Republican Position on Taxes

Tax reform is already working for middle-class families and small 

businesses across the country. Thanks to tax reform, 4 million 

workers have received bonuses so far, and companies from 

FedEx to Apple have announced thousands of new jobs and 

benefits. This month, as new IRS withholding tables take effect, 

90 percent of working Americans start seeing their paychecks 

rise, and over the next year a family of four will see their tax bill 

reduced by $2,000. With tax reform taking effect, take-home pay 

is up, wages are up, businesses are expanding, consumer 

confidence is at a 17-year high, and unemployment is at a 17-

year low.
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The GOP message is simple and credible, but voters respond to Democrats’ 
message about the deficit, health care, and benefits for the wealthy

16

Reaction to Democratic Position on Taxes

Scare tactics don’t help anyone and tend to muddy the discussion. 

What concerns me the most is the premium increase and the 

families who get left behind. –Female, White, Southwest

They get this right: these tax cuts will drive up the deficit by $1.5 

trillion and the fact that many corporate CEOs have will use their tax 

cuts for stock buybacks and higher payouts to investors –not to 

raise wages –Male, White, Northeast

I do believe that the deficit will increase –I’m just not sure by how 

much –and I do believe that the billionaires are getting richer and 

the biggest corporations get a big advantage. I’m not sure that taxes 

will go up for middle class families. –Female, White, Midwest

I would agree that health care costs are incredibly expensive and 

raises and bonuses of middle class workers often have to be put 

towards such expenses. I was not aware of the information 

regarding the increase in deficit, benefits to the top 1% (although I 

suspected it). –Female, White, Northeast

Reaction to Republican Position on Taxes

From what I hear, the statement is accurate.  My husband’s pay 

check did go up $60, which basically covers one small grocery 

bill. –Female, Hispanic, Southeast

I have heard a lot of things about the tax plan not benefitting a lot 

of people, but in the research I’ve looked at I think it will help 

families like mine a bit. –Female, White, West

I think the claims about unemployment and hiring are accurate, 

but the other specific pieces about how individuals are impacted 

are just claims with no backing. –Male, White, Midwest

I believe it and I don’t see anything new or surprising and nothing 

makes me second-guess or think they are gilding the lily. There 

are so many “now hiring” signs around here –everyone from 

McDonalds to Amazon –and so much construction that 

something good is clearly happening. –Male, White, West
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Every voter has their own personal health care experience
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Co-pays, premiums, 

and deductibles

“Off-the-charts expensive”

“Going through the roof”

“The overall costs of copays and deductibles are crazy for a family”

“Totally out of control”

Deciding to see a 

doctor

“Risingcosts make going to see a doctor a big decision based on the spending

it will require”

“Wellnesschecks are great but when anything goes wrong we are paying

100% out-of-pocket”

“Familiesthat struggle with chronic illness or emergency situation are faced
with overwhelming bills for medical care”

Pharmaceutical/ 

insurance companies

“Pharmaceuticalcompanies have the politicians in their pockets”

“It’sthe greedy and stingy insurance companies and pharmaceutical

companies”
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Voters are initially unaware of the details of GOP health care plan, but are 
very responsive to our message.
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Healthcare costs are a major economic burden on working families, and Republican policies that push up the cost of healthcare add to

the economic problems of the middle class. Republicans in Congress have proposed allowing insurance companies to charge people

age 50 or older five times more for health insurance, a crippling ñagetaxòthat would result in many older people paying thousands

more for their health insurance each year. Republican plans have also targeted Medicare for major cuts, proposed weakening or

eliminating protections for patients with pre-existing conditions, and allowing insurance companies to charge women more than men.

I was not aware of an “age tax” that may result in increased health care costs for the older generation, which is absolutely 

absurd to me. –Female, White, Northeast

I have never heard about an “age tax,” but I don’t think that would happen. The politicians are getting old themselves. They 

are not going to put something so ridiculous out there that would hurt them too. –Female, Hispanic, Southeast

I was not aware of the specifics but the Democrats are right to think that we have a major issue that needs to be addressed… 

I was not aware of discrimination between the sexes which I believe should be unlawful as well as preexisting conditions. –

Female, White, West

The Dems get it right. Hadn’t heard about charging women more than men… - Female, White, Midwest

I think the Democrats focus on the cost going up to fail to address that fact that health care premiums went up nearly 100% 

under Obamacare! –Male, White, Midwest
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While many of these voters agree with Democrats on Dreamers, they have 
largely accepted Republican stereotypes of Democrats on immigration
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ñ[The Democratic Party] is a little 

too lax [on immigration]. I agree 
with them on DACA to an extent 
and refugees, but they are also 

not practical on safety and 
integration aspects. They seem 

to pander to the far left.ò

ð Female, Asian, Southwest

ñDemocrats seem to think that 

everyone is welcome in our 
country no matter what. In 
theory, that is great but we have 

to have some control, some 
boundaries. We need to ensure 

that people are coming to our 
country legally and are being 
properly vetted, paying taxes, 

etc. just like all other 
Americans.ò

ðMale, White, Southwest

ñIt appears that the Democrats’ 

view on immigration is that we 
open the door to anyone and 
everyone and let them in no 

matter their background or ability 
and interest is supporting our 

country.ò

ðMale, White, Northwest

ñI believe that such Dreamers 

should be allowed to stay and 
flourish in our country. Allow 
them to grow, treat them with 

respect, and they will in turn 
become productive and 

successful members of society. I 
get the impression that the 
Republicans just want them out 

and don't treat them with the 
respect and support they 

deserve.ò

ð Female, White, Northeast

More in line with 

Trump/GOP
on immigration

More in line with

Democrats
on immigration
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The Midterms
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After learning more about the incumbent, the group is split on re-electing –
some say it depends on the Democrat, and some cite Trump as a key factor 

21

Replace

Probably replace. It really depends who the Democratic candidate 

is. I would still have to believe that the person could do a good job. 
However, I do not want to vote for another Republican until Trump is 

out of office. –Female, White, Midwest

Probably replace. Probably replace as long as the alternative is 

more moderate. –Male, White, Midwest

Definitely replace. He is not what my district needs post-2018… He 

did not do right by us and should not be rewarded. –Male, Black, 
Northeast

Definitely replace. I want someone who does not align with Trump. 
–Female, White, West

Re-elect

Probably re-elect. His general agenda and his voting record are 

“generally” in line with my desires.  –Male, White, Northeast

Probably re-elect.I don’t know who the other candidates are and 

would need to do my homework before answering definitively. –
Female, White, West

Probably re-elect. Done some good and maybe deserves another 
term. Will depend who is running against him though. ïMale, White, 

Midwest

Definitely re-elect. From what I have learned in this exercise, my 
Congressman thinks for himself and votes his conscience. ïMale, 

White, Midwest

35 13 35 17

Definitely replace Probably replace Probably re-elect Definitely re-elect
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Asked what kind of Democrat they could vote for, these voters point to fiscal 
responsibility and an ability to work across the aisle

22

Bipartisanship

Fiscal 

responsibility

He/She would be talking about the military, taxes, getting rid of Obamacare, reducing out debt, and helping 

create jobs on the campaign trail. He/She is going to work with both sides to get things done. –Male, 
White, Northeast

The candidate should be socially liberal, fiscally conservative. They should stand up for better education, 

social justice and good moral character. –Male, Asian, Midwest

I want someone who is not a rich person. I want someone who knows what it is like to actually live and pay 

taxes…I want someone to actually bring affordable health care… I want someone who does not spend 
money like there is no tomorrow. Someone to be fiscally responsible. –Female, White, West

I would vote for a candidate that didnôt care so much about the party affiliation, but more about the issues. 

Focusing on the growth of the country and its needs versus which party will win. –Female, White, West

He can work across the aisleand will keep in mind what is the immediate need that will make things better… 

They will tackle health care affordability, jobs, the economy, affordability, creating jobs, college cost. Secure 
funding and improve infrastructure, sensible spending, not raise taxes. –Male, Black, Southeast

She is not afraid to stand up to our president... She has plenty of experience working as a team and will be 

able to work across party lines in Washington. –Female, White, Midwest
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Conclusions & Recommendations
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For many of these 

Republican-leaning voters, 

dissatisfaction with Trump is 

the gateway to considering 

voting for a Democrat. 

These voters are primarily 

concerned about his reckless 

behavior and social media use. 

Future research could explore 

how if at all to connect 

members of Congress to 

Trump or use Trump in our own 

messaging.

Conclusions & Recommendations

24

However, suburban voters 

are responsive to Republican 

messages on the economy 

and holding the line on 

spending. 

These voters are predisposed 

to believe Republican 

arguments on taxes, growing 

the economy, and holding the 

line on spending. 

One voter remarked that the 

GOP “benefits a bigger majority 

of the country.”

Democratsô primary critique 

should be an economic one. 

The economy is the only leg 

Republican candidates have to 

stand on with these voters. 

Democrats must leverage 

voters’ pessimism about the 

direction of the country and 

demonstrate a commitment to 

the middle class.
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Even these high-information 

voters are missing the 

specifics of Democratsô 

messages on health care and 

taxes.

Voters are responsive to 

Democratic messaging about 

the way the tax bill may affect 

health care costs and the debt. 

Given their own personal 

experiences, these voters are 

concerned about the “age tax” 

and our health care message 

generally resonates.

Conclusions & Recommendations (contôd) 

25

Suburban voters strongly 

favor a Democrat who is 

fiscally responsible and 

bipartisan.

Showing voters that incumbents 

vote in lockstep with Trump 

could be effective, but may lead 

voters to conclude that a 

Democratic candidate is not 

serious about working with the 

other side. Democrats must 

refine this argument and find 

ways to highlight their own 

independence.

While there is surprising 

support among these voters 

for many Democratic 

positions, some of these can 

reaffirm criticisms of 

Democrats and distract from 

what these voters say they 

want most.

Most agree with Democrats on 

DACA, for example, but many 

take Democrats’ recent actions 

on the issue as evidence of the 

party taking an absolutist 

stance on immigration and 

other issues.
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